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PROLOGUE:

April 3, 1968 was one of the gloomiest nights I have ever known in my life.
Incessant rain, a thunderous roaring, lightning flashing. Marshall Alexander, my

'Y

good friend and family grocer, had just died. Charlie Turner, who was chairman[¢
r:iy church deacon board, picked me up and drove to the wake at Shiloh Baptist
Church. We had decided before we left home that we would also go hear Dr.
Martin Luther King Jr. speak afterwards. He was in town. But it was so rainy and
gloomy, so stormy that Turner and I decided that we would just go h ome.

Somewhere between Shiloh Church and my house, we looked at each other and
said that since Dr. King had come to Memphis to help us we ought to atleast stop
by. Besides, we figured, he might end up being there all alone. So we nuned the
car around and went to the Mason Temple Church of God in Christ, which has a
large Pe~1tecostal auditorium owned by the members of that church. When we got
there, Rev. Ralph Abernathy was still introducing King. A crowd of more than
3,000 people had turned out. It was standing room only.

I was a member of the board of the Southern Christian Leadership Conference and
I had heard Dr. King speak in temples and synagogues and auditoriums and
churches and small one-room storefronts. But I must tell you I never heard him
speak with such pathos, power ahd passion IS ht spoke that night. Something
about the gloC'm from th\> rains that beat agaihst thbie round, stained glass
windows. And you could see those zig-zag fihaerl tf lightning piaying their
nimble game of hide and seek acro&s the darkehetl sky. The thunders roared llke \\
thousand holy lions behind the mountains. Evet')'time somebody came in~ the
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auditorium, the wind would whip the door up against the wall. It was almost
frightening.

We were having a sanitation strike. For years the men who wrestled with our
garbage had been treated in an egregious, inhumane fashion. If they went to work
and it happened to rain, they were not even given one hour of pay. Just told to go
home. After they had wrestled with our garbage--remember, this was many years
ago, they didn't have all these sanitary containers--after they had wrestled with
those greasy garbage cans all morning, nobody gave them the time or the place to
wash their hands before they had lunch. When night began to fall, depending on
the glow of twilight, they made their way home without haviIJg had a place to
wash up or change their clothes.
And then, as you know if you've ever seen the television stories about the

a

sanitation workers strike in Memphis, those 1,800 men took up their sai'f~ch
boards and began to walk down Main Street. They did not cry out for higher
wages. They did not cry out for shorter hours. They had simple signs that said, I
am a man. Shame to the power structure, I am a man.

Dr. King spoke that night so many times about his death. He even talked about the
time that he was spared. You remember reading that story, a woman
stabbed him with a letter opener. He went to the hospital. Later on the doctor said
that if King had so much as sneezed he would have died. And Dr. King said he had
received letters and telegrams from important people, senators and governors,
kings ru:d business people. But the letter that struck him most was from a little girl
who vaote something like this: "Dear Dr. King: I am 11 years old, I'm a white girl.
I live in Alabama. I read where the doctor said if you had sneezed you would have
died. Dr. King, I just wrote to tell you I'm glad you didn't sneeze." Out of all the
,..---

letters, this one from a little ~white girl struck him most.
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He finished his speech by reciting the words of what I think was his favorite
hymn, "Mine eyes have seen the glory of the coming Lord." Very seldom did King
show emotion, but that night tears were running down his chin. Grown men and
women were trying to applaud, but we couldn't even clap. We just stood there.
Hallelujah. I had no way of knowing that this would be the last speech Dr. King
would ever deliver on this earth. And before 24 hours had passed, a coward
assassin would put a bullet through his body.

· As I move around this country and I drive along Martin Luther King
Boulevards and parkways, when I attend Martin Luther King awards dinners and
prayer breakfasts, when I hear people recite--as the young people so often do on
special occasions, "I Have A Dream" speeches--it lets me know you may kill the
dreamer, but you cannot kill the dream.

The dream lives on. But on that night, Dr. King talked about the long and
difficult days ahead. I remember I wanted to go up and touch him and say, "Doc,
you've got this mixed up. This is 1968. I'm a judge, the first black to sit on a
county court bench in the state of Tennessee. We have black folks as mayors and
in the legislatures. Except for a few minor details, we've got it made."
Oh, but if I could go back and tell him now. After 16 years of heading the
NAACP, after 25 years of wrestling with black folks and white folks, I'd say,
"Doctor, you had it right, we've had some tough days." What did Dr. King see
prophetically as he looked out?
Maybe he saw young black men killing each other, giving in to dope. Maybe
he saw the churches crying: Oh, how I love Jesus. And yet all around them folks
on their way to hell.
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In one year we lose over 20,000 men to death by another black man. What's

wrong with us? More are killed every year than we've lost by lynching in a
hundred years. Yet, if a white man kills one of us we'll march and parade forever.
Funeral homes full of young people. Drive-by shootings. Dope in control.
Pimping and prostitution. It looks like some of our young folk have gone wild.
Maybe Dr. King saw it. God heJp us if that man died that we might have a right to
shoot each other down like dogs.

Or maybe he saw us in our Brooks Brothers suits, working at IBM, inside Wall
Street. And the NAACP starving to death. And SCLC almost out of business. How
we take our money, how we spend it. Somebody said we've been kicking God and
tithing at the liquor store. You didn't hear me, did you? We've got to get our
priorities in order.
Black schools and colleges started by folks that couldn't read their names, with
nickles and dimes. They're going oat of business. Bishop College, gone. Prarie
View College, gone. We're walking around wearing $300 suits, $200 shoes and
driving $40,000 cars. And the cause is suffering.

Now I'd be lying if I said we haven't made any progress. But there are some
things that we still must do. The first is that we've got to get rid of all this envy and
jealousy. As black people, we will fight each other before we fight our enemies.
Preachers fighting preachers, no better than young people fighting in the streets.
We must realize there is room for everybody. What God wants you to have
nobody can take from you.
Next, we've got to wake up and work. Too many lazy folk in our community.
Big old grown boys staying in bed until one and two o'clock in the afternoon.
Getting up, taking a shower, Momma fixing them a great breakfast. "What you
want, baby?" Then they walk around the street, maybe not even doing anything
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wrong. Just lazy. It's time for us to sober up and to understand who we are, and
where we are. Remember, all unrighteousness is sin.
Thirdly, we've got to reach out to people. This business of hating white folk
because they're white is stupid. Refusing to talk to Jews is stupid. If you can hate a
white because he's white, he can hate you because you're black.
And finally, I can assure you of this: We'll never amount to anything unless we
learn to love ourselves. If you get mad everytime you look in the mirror, Honey,
ain't no hope for you no how. If you're 30 years old and five feet tall, you're not
going to grow any taller. If you're white as cream or black as chocolate, accept it.
All the whitener is not going to do you no good. You can use Jheri curl on your
hair, dye, and lye it. It's still going to be the

s~e.

Learn to live with yourself. For

the Bible says, thou shall love thy neighbor as thyself. And if you hate yow-self,
how can you love me?
We've got a long way to go. But we've come a long way, too. And I feel no
ways tired. For I know God has brought me a long way from where I staited.
Amen.

CHAPTER ONE
The house in Memphis where I was born in 1925 was heated by coal and
wood and from as far back as I can remember, my job was to bring in the wood
and coal for a stove and five fireplaces and take out the ashes. The jobs were
passed down from the oldest to the youngest. There were seven of us. I was the
youngest of four boys and older than two of three sisters. Hauling coal was a
pretty big job, especially in winter. This house was configured differently from
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any other I've even seen. It had a big southern front porch, New Orleans style, and
a living room that opened into what we called an outside room. That's what might
be called a den today, or a family room, and that's where we'd sit and listen to the
radio.
The Hooks house had the biggest backyard in the neighborhood and that's
where all the children came to play. We played Cowboys and Indians, would take
an old broom stick and tie a string around it and ride it, call it a horse. We'd take
another string and whip the the horse. A bayou ran behind the yard and we'd
search for crawfish and sometimes try to dam it up to make a swimming pond.
Before our skates wore completely out we'd use them to make skate trucks, or
scooters. We'd make headlights for our wagons by putting a candle into a tin can
and try to make it bwn, although it never did because the wind would put it out.
Sometimes we were content to just attach a string to a penny matchbox and run
with it. The Model T Ford was the big car back then and we'd make one by sitting

in a box with three bricks for pedals and a wagon axle for a steering wheel. We
even had a way of making the sounds of the cars shifting gears, dasss daaa ... and so
forth. I remember the time my brother Raymond made his car and a friend we
called A.D. was visiting when Mama called us in for lunch. A.D. said to
Raymond, "Can I drive your car while you're eating?" And Raymond said, "Okay,
but don't go out of town." And he said, "Awright." So when Raymond came back
outside, A.D . told him, "Man, I been to Chicago." My brother hit him so hard it
almost knocked him out. "Take my car all the way to Chicago ... 11 It was incredible
how vivid our imaginations were. I'd spend endless nights in front of the radio
listening to the Lux Radio Theater with Cecil B. DeMilles, and Kay Kaiser's
College of Musical Knowledge, and the Shadow, Fibber McGee and Molly. I'd
imagine how the Lone Ranger and Tonto looked. I also read a lot as a boy and that
helped fire my imagination, too.
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I discovered when I was eight or nine years old that the same games I played
were the same games my father played, and the same games my grandmother
l'r

played_hide and 'eek, fed light, Little Sally Walker, sitting in the saucer ride,
"\\

Sally, ride.

~,rll<:•pc,k

Robert, my second oldest brother, was the one who let me pBl'ticapte with the
older boys. He built forts and rubber guns. He could take a piece of wood and cut
it like an automatic weapon and make rubber bands from old inner tubes and use
e

clothes pins that had a spring in them to make the gun really shoot. w$ learned to
put a knot in the rubber to make it reallyl sting when it hit you.
He could make a submachine gun with eight or nine rubber bands on it. When he
had the time to play in the backyard he was~?how old'i)which means I was seven
and eight playing with grow ups and that was a great sense of achievement. I
watched him tum our backyard into a tennis court, strung a clothes line a~s the
yard and threw some blankets over it for a net. Then, when baseball season came,
w'-~·v

he'd turn it into a softball diamond. And ~e formed a sports club, he let me
sell the hot#ogs and cold drinks. When I began~oing up to my father's
photographic studio around the age of 12, I associated mostly with older men
there, too. My father was part of a cadre of men_a doctor, a retired postal worker,
another postman. They all had pretty keen minds and talked about everything.
Nothing nasty or dirty, but just the better things in life about the places where they
had travelled and where they wanted to go.

In the early swnmer of 1939, when I was 14 years old, I found out that my

father for whatever reason had not paid the mortgage on the house. This had
belonged to Charles and Julia Hooks, my grandparents. They had been the first
black Juvenile Court officers in Memphis. The house later became known as the
Cleab01n Homes, which was the first black juvenile detention home in the city.
Charles Hooks was shot and killed by a juvenile who was trying to escape from
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the house in 1917. Julia Hooks, who was a graduate of Berea College in Kentucy,
began running a music school and a grade school at the house. Some of the most
prominent people in the community attended. She was also a talented musician and
founder of Hooks Edwards Home for the Aged. For whatever reason, the deed to
the house ended up in my fathers name and he began to lose it. The Great
Depression was gripping us pretty hard and we finally had to move out. This
affected me deeply beca~ I saw my mother crying in the corner and my older
brothers and sisters were always talking about something I had never heard before
called foreclosure. I knew what eviction meant, but that was for renters and we
·were proud homeowners. Finally, I discovered what was wrong when Robert
announced that he had found another place for us and we moved.
But my grandmother just couldn't believe this was happening so she stayed
until they came and put her things out on the street.
That was the same year I experienced a religious conversion. I had always been
,---.

interested in church and Sunday school, always seemed to be more d.:a9ehurchy
than most people my age. We'd have revival once a year and all the sinners would
have to come up front and sit on what was known as the Mourners Bench.
Anybody who was 12 years old or older and had not been "saved,' could come on
down and testify, tell how they knew they had received the spirit of the Lord.
Listening to some of these kids talk had kind of frightened me off.
I hadn't had anything like what they were talking about. You'd have a 10 or 11
year old boy talking about, "Oh yeah, the other night I was in bed and I heard the
rooster crow and I jumped out of bed and looked out and saw the moon running
red with blood."'
I don't mean to say it didn't happen. But I later found out that these were just

things they had heard the old folk saying. Some of these churches were run by
preachers who couldn't read or write, and they encouraged feverent testimony
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about conversions. Childrenfvould get up and talk about how the stars talked and
ghost catne out and woke them up every morning at 5 O'clock for a week.
I did not have one of those cosmic experiences. I just grew into a consciousness
and began to believe in God. I believe Jesus was born a human being and had
divinity and humanity in him. I believe in the Bible from Gentis to Revelations.
Of course, once you believe in Genesis, you pretty much have to believe in the
whole thing.
I dorit have any scientific interpretation of the world being 30 million years old.

All I believe is that in the beginning there was God. Somebody run down the hill
und
and catch a sparrow that has fallen to the gro~and the look at the span-ow and
see a heart and protoplasm and e~and say this is the product of chance and
evolution and not the result of an intelligent being. But the srune person can see a
watch and see a minute hand and a hour hand and say somebody made this. I've
never understod how we don't believe the watch evolved but that me and the
sparrow did. I go back to the scripture that we are fearfully and wonderfully made.
So my conversion as a kid was based on the fact that I believed and as I grew I

studie~ the? cripture even more. I had always been a pretty good
Sunday school student, but I just didn't have the nerve to join. So I kept reading

F.IY\dl ...

.

and waiting ~y one Sunday morning I stayed to hear the preacher and they
started singing this song. It was 1939, some 55 years ago, and they were singing "I

heard the voice of Jesus say come *o me ...I crune to Jesus as I was weary and
sad and I found in him a resting place."
And the preacher said, "Let's sing it one more time. There might be somebody
out there who wants to join the church.' And they sang it one more time, and one
more time, and one more time and still another time and by that time I was moved
by something outside of myself. I was sitting 15 pews back,at the very back of the
church. And people started shouting as I walked to the front. I was only the second
Hooks to join a church.
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And theni<tichl what most kids did. I shot craps and played backjack and
poker. However, I don't recall stealing. I did go on to smoke and drink. But never
to excess. And I never developed any proficiecy as a gambler.
We ended up moving into a public housing project called the~(?)Foot
Homes. But no matter how poor you were, the first folk who moved into the Foot
Homes were treated like royalty. I can't describe to you what it meant for those of
i=-001

us who lived in ordinary homes to be able to call ~ home. I had had an indoor
toilet in my old house, but not an indoor bath tub. Every bath I had taken for the
first 14 years of my life was in a tin washtub. In the old house, there had been the
inevitable leaks in the ceiling and floorboards that you could look down and see
the ground or look up and see the stars. And rooms in the wintertime were colder
than it was outside, seernily. So you had to jump up out of bed and make a fire and
jump back in bed until the fire caught up. And you had to scrub the floors and
F't:'tT\

block up the holes where were rats and roaches ran in. A~ home was, in one
sense, as well built as an apartment overlooking Central Park. Now maybe the
furniture wasn't as good but most of the those folk had so much pride that they had
little dollies, whatnots brica brae. Everything was kept shinning and clean. Floors
gleamed. Walls were pretty.
I can't describe what kind of feeling it was, but it wasn't long before that sense
of dignity began to wane. But not while I was there. I was devilishly proud to live
in the projects, in the sense that there was no coal to bust, no wood to be chopped
and no ashes to the hauled.
And no grass to be cut, no·yard to be swept. And it had a gas stove. I mean all
the work you had to do in that place could be done in half an hour, an hour at
most. The rooms were small and they told you not to put any lye or harsh soap on
the wood floors. So I no longer had to scrub floors, either. They were made of a
kind of material that all of you had to do was take a wet mop, a damp mop and
move it around that floor. So if you had to make your mamas room, make up her
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bed, clean up the small bathroom, t.ake a little of whatever they were using in those
days, Dutch cleanser, and sprinkle a little bit in the bathtub, go downstairs wet
mop that floor. And you were through.
When I'd lived in that big old raggedy house, cleaning up could take all day.
And don't let me forget the icebo~ because that meant my brothers and sisters and
I had to haul those big blocks of ice on a stick. And they'd always try to give me
the short end of the stick, which made the load heavier. And now to have a
refrigerator that made ice. It even came with a recipe that showed you how to
make ice cream. And it was different from that old hand crank gizmo where you
had to crank for half an hour. Oh, what joy.
And then, at night when it got a little dark and you put your little furniture out

on the front porch, and your mother~eighbors would all gather out and sit and
talk. Sometimes, we'd go sit in the back and everybody would be out laughing and
telling stories and drinking their Coca Colas and Kool Aid or whatever and just
enjoying life. And we took it as a matter of pride not to wallfo~the grass. And I
can't tell you what it does to me to walk thorugh that now ~see that they've
becomes houses of horror. But we'll talk about that later.
In the 1930's, when I was in sixth, seventh and eighth grades, I doubt seriously

that my parents thought they'd ever live to see an integrated world. But they knew
you could make a good life for yourself, buy a house, educate your children, take
vacations, sit on the front porch, laugh and talk. In other words, life could be full
and rich, even in difficult situations. They felt that all of these things were possible
if you finished high school, which was a great achievement in those days.
In fact, nobody ever encouraged me to do much of anything except go to

school. That's where I discovered that children can be very cruel in the way they
poke fun at you. If you wear glasses and you're fat, they call you Fatty Four Eyes.
A black kid with red hair wold be called Red. And these were not terms of
endearment. In fact, if you couldn't take it, they'd try kill you with it. I had a
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teacher in high school who told me that he had been short and fat as a kid and
people used to call him Teddy Bear. He hated it with a passion and used to have
lots of fights until he realized that he couldn't whip everybody. So when people
~

~

would call him that, he'd start laughing and sayin!1yeah, I'm Teddy Bear. When
they saw it no longer bothered him, they stopped calling him that. The more he
resented them and chased and fought them, the more they tried to get on his
nerves. This was an important lesson for me. As soon as he decided to laugh,
people stopped doing what it was that bothered him. There's a saying, "Fool don't
know don't care." I had four older brothers. And everybody knew them, so I didn't
get picked on a lot.
But I had skipped the sixth grad_e and suddenly I was among students that I
hadn't been with before. And sometimes that could be difficult. I was in sixth
grade for about a month when a teacher came in and took about five or six of us
and put us in the seventh grade. There is a big dispute going on now about tracking
in schools, but black students were being tracked way back in my day. This was
done in the interest of keeping the classrooms balanced. My class must have been
overcrowded. So they looked at the records of.all the kids and those with the best
grades were promoted, just like that. This jump would have a tremendous impact
on my life, because it meant that I would finish high school at age 16. By the time
I was drafted into the Anny at age 18, I had already finished two and a half years
of college. In those days, you could enroll in law school with only two years of
college and thats what I did as soon as I got out of the Anny.
Nobody ever said, "You're going to be a doctor or a lawyer." And I guess that for
the average young black male of my time, the highest you could aspire to was
teaching in school. So I thought I was going to be a school teacher. I noticed that
in all of my classes, almost everybody wanted to teach school. That was unusual in
that a teacher only made $80 a month, while a postman could make as much as

$185.
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They were not using the phrase "role model" back then, but Blair Hunt, the
~oo'M...."", We.)\.. 't-'-~t\.

principal at BTW, was a role clodel to thousands of young men. Hunt had a
unique capacity for maintaining discipline. He carried a strap, but hardly ever had
to use it. When I came to know him better, before he died, he said, "I knew what
my role was. I was a policeman." His major role was to make sure the school ran
smoothly, to make sure nobody took your lunch, to make sure that none of the
gangs--and ther~ty of gangs all over Memphis--operated like gangs in his
school. When I was aspiring to be a teacher, I saw myself in the mold of Hunt, the
perfect disciplinarian. When I'd step into a classroom, everybody would snap to
attention, just as they did when he'd enter.
· I'd say about 90 percent of the teachers from grade school through high school
used a strap. I never ran into a poor teacher in terms of discipline.

Lucy

Campbell, my high school history teacher, was a great disciplinarian as well as a
great song writer and musician in the church. I didn't have the sense to know I was
in the presence of such a great person back then. She had already written 60 or 70
gospel standards. I only knew about her because of her strap. When she walked
down the hall, mice kept still. She opened the door, everybody got quiet. Great
teacher.
Teachers had 100 percent control on those days, could turn their back on the
class and there would be no throwing paper and snickering. Of course, the strap
was used more because of lessons than for discipline. We'd have lots of
assignments. We'd get 21 words

ea~h week

that we'd have to spell, learn the

meaning of and how to use it in a sentence. One day would be set aside for oral
tests and another for written tests. You got one lick with the strap for every
misspelled word. If you got all the words correct, you'd get a hundred. If not, your
name would be called and you'd go to the front of the class for your licks.
<uC.. .. "'"'~·, "'")

I never got a lick, and after about five weeks everybody was spelling e"\csrytin-gright. Strange how that strap could make you spell right. You could be the dumbest
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one in the class, but you'd be out on the street, reciting, "A, B, C .. .' and practicing
at recess. I know it would be frowned on now.and I'm not trying to defend it. But it
worked back then.
A lot of what I was being taught in school was almost a form of black
seperatism, but without the overtones of hatred and all of that. We learned about
Booker T. Washington, who said we ought to own the farms, and some of the
stores and that we ought to be the plumbers and mechanics and brickmasons.

~t

to Ovffl: same 11tore11 we ousJ;it mhe ~HHnb@rs neEI mecbanics_and blickma11Q~ If
blacks are artisans and carpenters, folk will have to use us and we'll have a trade
that's useful. There is some legend and maybe some emperical evidence that
during slavery blacks developed greatly as artisians and brick maso~Mtd aH: ei'.~se

khrds of thhrgs-. Slave labor built a whole lot of stuff. So Booker Washington
h.eQ,'1

espoused the training of the hand, the heart and the _., And then we had W.E.B.
DuBois, who was viewed as being for more training of the head. There were 16
divisions of high school and the first two were taking Latin, which I did. And there
was no problem for me to do my homework in high school in the study hall. I was
always on the honor roll.
One day while sitting in class at Booker T. Washington High School, Nate
Williams, a history teacher, and several others began to emphasize that we should
no longer go to the W amer Brothers theater, that we should go to the Orpheum
Theater instead. The Orpheum had a big box office on Beale Street where blacks
could enter. But to enter the Warner Brothers, you had to go into an alley, buy
your ticket and then go up what was virtually an interior fire escape. So all of the
teachers at our school who were concerned began to teach that this was one place
we did not need to go. And I stopped on that account. And it was hard because in
those days Warner Brothers produced the movies that we liked. They had Edward
G. Robinson and George Raft. They had Humphrey Bogart and all the gangster
movies like "Scarface." Now those ·same movies would come to the Orpheum, but
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much later. During this time, there was no television. So the theaters were having a
great impact on my life. But even at that age, I understood the principle that was at
issue. I found out later on that when W amer Brothers built the theater, they put a
box office on Main Street for blacks. But the city fathers of Memphis would not
allow it to be opened. So they made it into a popcorn stand.
I was lucky in a sense because the neighborhood where I lived was home to
black teachers, a school principal, an Army sergant and a dentist. There were no
black lawyers at the time. As children, for the most part, we did not come into
contact with day to day segregation. I grew up a half block from my j

1

f!...,.~~+e.,...._

school, two blocks from my high school, one block from the church I attended and
two doors from the grocery store. Going to school, I only passed one white family,
the one that owned the grocery store. And they were not obviously mean, although
they never called my father Mister Hooks.
The white men who ran the grocery store, Garretts--some people called them
Mr. Fred and Mr. John--were not mean rednecks, and everybody I knew seemed to
speak favorably about their grocer. Right down the street was another grocery
store that we simply called the Jews. We meant no disrespect. It's just that as far
back as I can remember I was simply told, "Go to Mr. Garretts for such and such,
or go to the Jews." That's another thing about my family, I don't know how it
happened but my parents refused to call anybody "Mr. Fred." They thought it was
demeaning to call a white man so formally by his first name. And even when I
became a lawyer, I'd look with disdain in my heart if a client came into my office
and I asked where do you work and you said, "I work for Mr. Sam," and couldn't
say Mr. Jones.
There was a white family that lived over Garretts, called the Galliano's, and
they had a little girl named Lola Marie. She was the only white girl in the whole
neighborhood and she used to play with my sister, Bessie, because they were
about the same age. My mother later explained to me, because I didn't pick up on it
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when it happened, that Lola suddenly withdrew. She'd gotten older, and I'd gotten
older, and she might have been tempted, or I might have been tempted, if you
know what I mean. Bessie had no idea of what was going on because she and Lola
had long since had a falling out. But that was part of a syndrome back then. The
white kid that you might have grown up with, played ball with, hunt and shot
rabbits with, would suddenly, inexplicably withdraw. You might one day see him
sacking groceries at the store and call him by his first name and get the devil
knocked out of you.
As a child, I'd hear my mother warning my older brothers and sisters, "Please,
be careful," whenever they'd leave the house. I could be out in the backyard
shooting marbles, or sitting in the living room reading my "Baby Rae" grade
school primers. But it would always strike me, how serious and ominous my
mother sounded. All of these warnings made a tremendous impression on me. You
just can't hear that, every day, seven days a week, everytime somebody would
leave the house, without something being implanted deep into your subconscious.
Seated around the dinner table, I'd always learn a little more about why she was
"4J V iS r._9)
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how to behave when they were out. In those days, white men had a pe.culiar
attitude about black women, seemed t<\,_be always trying to get at them, so to speak.
Julia, my oldest sister, would talk about how she was doing the same work as
white people but getting paid less. She took this very personally. When she'd go to
the dry goods store, she didn't expect them to call her "Miss," like they did the
white women, but she did not accept them calling her "girl,' either. And she'd come
home and just go to pieces. Julia was 11 years older than me. Charlie was 13 years
older. Robert was eight years older. Ray was five years old.So when I was 10,
Charlie was already 23 . And I was hearing these stories from my older brothers
and sisters, things that had happened to them or things they had heard about.
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My second oldest brother, Robert, had passed the examination for the Postal
Service, but they would not hire him as a postman. They said he could be a postal
laborer, handling heavy mail and working in overalls. A postman was a figure of
dignity who wore a uniform and looked as spic and span as a policeman, with a
captian's hat. Well respected, in addition to making $40 a month more than a
laborer. Even though Robert had passed the exam, had scored in the top three, he
could not get a job as postman because those jobs were reserved for whites.
Memphis didn't hire a black postal clerk, the ones who worked inside behind a
counter, until 1946, when the war ended. So Robert had to settle for being a postal
laborer. Well, one day while standing around a pool table in the laborers area, he
called out to a white 16-year-old by the boy's nickname, "Red." Robert was
reprimanded by the other white men, and told never to call a white person by thellfirst name. Now my brother was full grown, married with two children, and he had
to call this white boy "Mister," while everybody refered to my brother as "boy."

hu, Raymond, with rage and disgust.

Just hearing about this filled r g ''

To this day, I don't think he's gotten over it. My father told me about the time he
and Charlie were walking down Beale street and a policeman drew his club for no
reason. The policeman was about to hit Charlie, but my father let him know know
that he would die before he watched his son get beaten for no reason. So when my
turn came, whenever I went downtown to shop or pay a bill, I'd get the same dire
warrungs.
On the other hand, nobody ever told me to be careful or don't get into trouble
when I was going to a basketball game, or over to a friends house, or anywhere in
my neighborhood. I eventually picked up on the fact that these warnings had to do
with white people.

Chapter 2
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In 9th grade, my life changed fairly drastically because that's when I started
working for my father. On most days, I'd go straight from school to his studio on
Beale Street. Ifl went home at all it would be just to get something to eat and then
I'd go right back. My father was a photographer and my job was to sweep and mop
the floor. Sometimes I'd take cuts to the printer. I was an errand boy, did hard
work but nothing technical. I went there six days a week. I was free on Sundays.
Now my father lived without dealing with white folk. He had his own private
world. Police only came t~'touse once or twice in my whole life. He was king of
~r
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that house. He walked to wal*-most of the time, rode a street car, went in through
the back the way most Negros did. In his studio he was king. White folk didn't
come in there and bother him. Most of the black doctors and dentists were kings in
their offices. White folk didn't bother him and I must say he didn't bother them. He
was not a crusading member of the NAACP. He was not out making speeches. He
simply lived like white folk did not exist, although he was very much aware of
what was going on. And I guess thats one reason I couldn't make excuses. He
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didn't tolerate excuses: Because I'm black, I can't do this and I can't do that. He had
been born in 1890. He felt he had made his life; why couldn't we?
His mother was a very prominent person. She had her own school and early
graduate of Berea College. So when my father was born my grandmother was
doing pretty well and kept him in school for those 12 years. He had decided early
on to become a doctor. But he was earning money by working a printing press and
one day he caught his hand in the press and it busted his thumb. He lost his real
ambition, to be a surgeon, after that. My uncle was an artist, a great artist who
never pursed it and he went into photogprahy and I guess he influenced by daddy
and they became Hooks Brothers Photography.
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My grandmother culd have sent him to Meharry Medical School. But he
decided to become a photographer and he became a master, a real genius 1nlhe
field.
~,~~

MORE TO COME
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